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In Perspective

by Ed lves

The Rise and

Fall of the

Rabbit Empire

hut animal routincly hunted in

Washington for ncarly a century
does not come under the jurisdiction of
the Game Depariment? This isn’t a trick
question, either. There’s no  foolin’
around with the words “‘hunted”” or
““animal.”” It's an animal that has pro-
vided plenty of sport for many hunters
and onc that makes great table fare.

There’s a clue, of course, in the title
of this picce, that should point you in the
right direction, but we’re not talking
about just any rabbit. As I hope you
know, the Game Department does regn-
late hunting seasons for wild rabbits such
as the white- and black-tailed jack, the
snowshoe hare and the ubigquitous cot-
tontail. {There are sevcral kinds of cot-
tontails; the uvbiquitous is just one of
them.)

But there is a bunny in Washington for
which the Game Department claims no
jurisdiction, lor the simple reason that
it’s not classified as wildlife. The San
Juan rabbit is a domestic breed that has
returned to a feral state, and so it is not
truly **wild.””

The State Game Department has only
a passing interest in the San Juan rabbits,
mainly from a biclogical standpoint con-
cerning their effect on the habitat and
competing wildlife. Since the San Juan
rabbil is considered a domestic animal
that’s been wmed loose, it is legally the
property of the landowner on whose
holdings the animals live. Because of
this, no action can be taken by the depart-
ment to prohibit their export or safe. Al-

though many people still mistakenly call
the department asking about rabbit hunt-
ing in the islands, the San Juan rabbits
arc not game animals and not within the
authority of the (Game Department.

Hunting of these rabbits 1s controlled
by county ordinance, and so the enforce-
ment authority rests with the San Juan
County sheriff's office. While it’s not as
popular as in years past, rabbit hunting is
still ailowed in the islands. For the past
couple of years, howcver, written per-
mission from the fandowner has been re-
quired. Since nearly all the land outside
the national historic park on San Fuan Is-
land is privately-owned, if yon don’{
have written permission, you're out of
luck. Hunting within the park is defi-
nitcly notallowed.

All of this is more or less of an intro-
duction to a critter that has most as-
suredly had its ups and downs, and since
right now appears to be one of the
“downest™ times of all, the guestion of
hunting seems downright moot,

Given the present low numbers of San
Juan rabbits hopping about, it's hard to
belicve that not too many years ago there
was nationiti concern expressed over the
cxporting of these bunnics to other
statcs, for fear of creating a “‘bunny
boom.” In 1955, the GAME BULLE-
TIN carried an article that tried to quict
thuse concems.

Washington's San Juan Island bunnics
have achicved nationu]l notoriety if not
fame, and apparcntly do not multiply as

fast as the misgivings of various persons
in the eastern part of our country, accord-
ing to several news items rccently
perused. Under the assumption that these
once domestic creatures will increase into
devastating numbers if introduced into
new habitat areas, with probably disas-
trous results upon our nation's food sup-
ply, well meaning persons have asked this
statc to prohibit the export of thesc rabbits
w other states.

The article pointed out that there was
nothing ncw in the exporting of the San
Juan rubbits, that it had been going on
since the 1920s, with no visible effect on
the nation’s larder. There had been many
efforts to transplant the San Juan rabbits
to other sections of Washington with no
evidence of their multiplying into alarm-
ing numbers.

W hy all this concern over an innocu-
ous, inmocent-appearing herbi-
vorc? To understand that we have to take
a little broader look at the San Juan rabbit
and how it carved a unique niche for it-
sell in the annals of Washington’s ani-
mals.

The San Juans are scattered over 500
square miles in the arca where the Strait
of Juan De Fuca and the Strait of Georgia
meet. There are about 200 islands and is-
lets in all, with most of them heavily tim-
bered and rocky. Only on San Juan Is-
land, one of the two largest in the group,
arc there substantial arcas of open
mcadow or grassland, just right for rab-
bits.
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The San Juan rabbit is a mixture of several domestic breeds. The state Game Department
is interested mainly in its effect on habitat and on competing species. (Nutional Park Ser-
vice phota )

The first recorded bunny boomn, or
boomlet, since it occurrcd on an islet,
happened shortly ufter the turn of the
century. A lighthouse keeper on Smith
Island, a sparsely-vegetated. overgrown
sand pile about five miles from its
ncarest neighbor, introduced some Euro-
pcan rabbits to bolster his food supply
#nd his income. The first ones he proudly
brought ashore were so-called ““Belgian
hares,"* they were soon followed by some
black Flemish rabbits and other domestic
breeds. Soon there were almost more
rabbits than 1sland on Smith Island and
the lighthouse keeper saw the light. He
called for help.

The rabbits’ foed supply had rapidly
shrunk to nothing, and the usual
symptoms of over-population prevaited:
severe maknutrition and the spread of dis-
ease. There just wasn™t any other choice,
50 wholesale poisoning ol the rabbits
was undertaken with the help of the U.S,
Biological Survey in 1924, leaving few,
if any, rabbits on Smith [sland.

Rabbits much like thosc on Smith in-
habited many islands of the San Juan
group by this time, and they were consid-
cred quite common on San Juan [sland
proper by 1895. These rabbits arc be-
licved to have originated with rabbit
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breeders who came to the island about
1880, on the hecls of the soldiers and
settlers who had cleared the land and pro-
vided habitat for the bunnies when the
breeder’s businesses went bust.

B ctween 1895 and 1940 or so, the
rabbit populations in the islands
fluctuated widely. The rabbits were al-
most wiped out in the hard winter of
1916, but they boomed again in the
1920s. A few vears later, another enler-
prising rancher established a rabbitry on
San Juan Island that contained several
popular domestic breeds, including the
golden and Jersey giant varieties. When
the rabbit rancher’s venture folded in
1934, he thoughtfully releascd between
2,000 and 3,000 of the domestic munch-
ers to run wild. This release is generally
credited with forming the basis for the
subsequent rabbit explosion on San Juan
Island. By the late 1930s, the rabbits had
pretty well established their superiority
in numbers over domestic stock and
wildlife on the island.

During the 1940s, *50s and in many
subscquent years, over 50,000 rabbits
were estimated to have been taken annu-
ally on San Juan Islamd, with at least
10,000 of them shipped live to zll parts

of the United States. In addition to hunt-
ing them during the day, a favorite
method of gathering rabbits by the local
citizens was chasing them down at night
in old cut-down jalopies or dunc-bug-
gies, then scooping them up in long-
handled nets.

Noting that there were no limits, no
seasons and no license required, outdoor
recreation guides of the cra typically
called attcntion to rabbit hunting on San
Juan Island as **probably the best shoot-
ing in the nation for this specics of
game.” Nominal daily use fecs were
usually charged by landowners for hunt-
ing privileges on their land.

Today’s San Juan rabbit is a mixwre
of scveral different domestic breeds with
some varieties of color still showing up
from time to time, atthough basic gray is
the standard model. Generally, ones
taken recently have weighed from four to
five pounds cach, although average
weights of three to six pounds have been
variously reported in earlier years. Their
mcat makes excellent eating, and at one
time, local residents killed the rabbits
and pickled them in brine for futurc det-
icucies.

To further lcat out their family trec,
you should know that the European rab-






bits that inhabit the San Juans are descen-
dants of a species that evolved in Spain.
Even the Belgian hares that played a role
in the beginnings of this rabbit tale were
just eabbits, and not hares at all. Harcs
are different from rabbits in that they are
born with fur and gain independence
from their mother much sooner than rab-
bits. Rabbit younyg arc called **kittens,™
by the way, and the adults are bucks and
does.

The Belgizn hares, Flemish, Dutch
and English rabbit varicties that we know
today stemnmed from that original wild
rabbit of Spain, just as domestic cattle
have all been carefully bred from one
original species.

Because of their prodigious appetites
and amazing ability to reproduce when
[rce from predators, the European rabhit
is seen as a threat by many farmers, Few
deer can exist near the rabbit warrens on
San Juan Island becausc thc rabbits
browse on new growth and nearly wipc
out any production of shrubs or young
trees. This is the same species, re-
member, that overran Australia and New
Zealand and still prescnts a costly and
ever-present problem there today.

Although the San Juan rabbits have
apparently adapted very well to their
prescnt habitat, they have had a noted
lack of success in ransplants elsewhcre.,
The nearly complete absence of pre-
dators on the islands in former years is
credited with at least part of their success
there, but man the hunter brought in what
has become the rabbits” most efficient
predator. Ferrets were used by hunters
because they could enter the rabbit war-
rens and drive their prey into the open.
Some of the ferrets cscaped and formed
the basis for the current small population
on the island.

Over the years, the San Juan rabbits
have proven to be remarkably hardy and
free uf disease and parasites. While hunt-
crs and road traffic take their toll of the
rabbits, and others die of weather ex-
tremes, the most important factors in
controlling their numbers scem to be a
sort of self-imposed breeding limitation
coupled with very poor suevival of young
rabbits. When a warren becomes over-
crowded, the young and weak are lorced
outside where they are more likely 1o dic
from weather or predation. Besides the
ferrets, several other natural predators
play a small part in keeping the popula-
tion down.

W hat's happening now with the rab-
bit population in the San Juans? It

appears that one of the drastic downward
swings of the population is at its lowest
point. Research conducted during the
past few months indicates that the smail
number of rabbits now inbabiting San
Juan Island are unable to reproduce
enough to offset the other factors work-
ing against them.

In the study conducted this year on the
national historic park grounds, a survey
of one specific area showed a rabbit
count of 400, comparcd to 1,000 to
1,500 on the same grounds last year and
a historic average of 10,000 to 15,000 in
1978 and carlier. The researcher con-
cluded that the present population was
dying of old age, with the youngest in the
group trom four to five years of age.

The great decline in rabbits in the San
Juans began about 1980, but the report
says the rabbits are obviously trying to
stage a reccovery and could very possibly
succeed.

The San Juan rabbits have been down
before and they’ve come back. The odds
are pretty much in favor of the rabbits,

judging from their history in the islands

and elscwhere. Tt could be that in a few
years we’ll once again be hearing dire
wamings about cxporting 1 “‘plague of
rabbits.’” Like many other small mam-
mal populations, the rabbits’ numbers
seem tied to an invisible see-saw and we

can only guess how high er low it will
go. There seems little doubt that the rab-
hit empire on the San Juan [slands will
rise again. O

Game’s New Deal
Continued from page 15

term in ihe forties. It is a system unique
in the annals of statc game commissions
throughout the nation, and the selections
have consistently been of high calibre,
eliminating any stigma of partisan con-
trol of the department and the hiring of
political hacks.

Remember this one point well — the
sportsmen created the Washington State
Gamc Department as itexists today. And
most of us are proud of it. We sought no
monetary rewards of any kind in crusad-
ing for it. And 1 cannot think of a single
individual connected with the original
movement who was directly benefited
doilarwise as a result of it.

There are always new issues to be re-
solved, but working 1ogether, today's
enlightencd sportsmen and state conscr-
vation agencies can achieve success in
our common goals — bat, by following
the pattern ot an earlicr era, only disaster
canresult. M

Do Something for Witdlife and Yourself
Through the

CITIZENS’ WILDLIFE
HERITAGE PROGRAM

Individuals, groups and businesses can
sponsor projects to benefit wildlife and wildlife-
oriented recreation through this program.

For further information, contact Robert Wat-
son, manager, Citizens’ Wildlife Heritage Pro-
gram, Washington Department of Game, 600
N. Capitol Way, Olympia, WA 98504; tele-
phone {206) 753-3071.
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